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1955: Falls Church Virginia 

Master Plan Report  

 
The ñFalls Church Virginia Master Plan Reportò was published in 
two parts as a product of Tarrant & Alten Consultants at the 
behest of the City Planning Commission in 1955.  The first report 
presents background information for the City including 
development trends, population growth, and commercial 
potential from the publish date to the year 1980.  The second 
report analyzes land use within the City and surrounding areas 
and presents an official land use plan.  The official Land Use 
Plan was formally adopted as part of the Master Plan of Falls 
Church by the Planning Commission and City Council in 1958.  
The Land Use Plan from the second report introduces the 
concept of a Central Business District that would go on to 
influence subsequent plans. 
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1965: A Plan for the Central 

Business District  

 
The earliest plan on record is, ñA Plan for the Central Business 
District.ò  The planning process began in April 1963 and the final 
32-page Plan was adopted by the Planning Commission on 
March 21, 1966 as an amendment to the Master Plan.  This plan 
was an internal City analysis and report on the central business 
district surrounding the intersection of Rt. 7 (Broad Street) and 
Rt. 29 (Washington Street).  It was created to, ñencourage and 
aid properly planned development in the downtown area,ò and 
followed previous citywide plans for major thoroughfares, 
recreation areas, and land use.  The Plan was the product of a 
coordinate planning effort among the City Council, Planning 
Commission, City Manager, Central Business District 
Committee, Department of Planning, and the Director of Public 
Works, as well as the general public through a series of public 
hearings. 
 
In 1963, the revitalization of the Central Business District was 
deemed by City Council to be one of the most important issues 
for the City.  Issues with the area deemed problematic at the 
time were environmental deficiencies, the presence of 
deteriorated and substandard structures, automobile traffic 
congestion, a large amount of through traffic, lack of pedestrian 
infrastructure, and ñgaudy signs.ò  The Central Business District 
was said to lack variety, compactness, and definition and to 
facilitate ñactivities (that) resemble those of a neighborhood 
business district rather than a metropolitan downtown.ò  The Plan 
notes the expected increase in office demand due to the 
expansion of the Federal government, the aging office stock in 
the region, and the prime location of Falls Church within the 
center of major highway networks, as well as the existing 
strength and projected growth of retail in the area.  It was 
determined that a coherent plan would allow the City to capture a 
portion of this growth in office and retail demand to focus 
development in the Central Business District. 
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It was determined that a Plan of ñpublic action and commitmentò 
be drafted that would define objectives for public spending that 
would improve the business atmosphere of the Central Business 
District and further help the City work with the business 
community to achieve implementation of the Plan.  The Plan was 
meant to generally encourage development of the Central 
Business District through private enterprise, possibly with 
Federal assistance for urban renewal in select areas in order to 
support development in the rest of the area. 
 
The total study area of the Plan covers approximately 120 acres, 
extending from Virginia Avenue at the westernmost point to 
North Fairfax Street at the easternmost point and from Tinner Hill 
Street at the southernmost point to Great Falls Street at the 
northernmost point.  The 120 acre total study area of the Central 
Business District includes the original 38 acre Central Business 
District as established in the prior Master Plan, and an additional 
82 acres of adjacent commercial and residential properties. 
 
Adequate traffic circulation is listed as the highest priority 
objective for the Plan due to the ability of traffic circulation 
patterns to, ñdefine and create land use, andémake possible an 
efficient, integrated transportation system.ò  The prime 
geographic location of Falls Church within Northern Virginia is 
mentioned in relation to transportation needs, as is the 
impending increase in traffic with the construction of Interstates 
66 and 495 as well as Central Business District revitalization. 
 
A key section of the Plan is the Traffic Improvement Plan, for 
which it was recommended that $500,000 of public funds be 
spent.  The Traffic Improvement Plan includes a proposed 
Circulation System that recommended the extension of Gundry 
Drive toward Fairfax Street, the extension of Park Place toward 
Lawton Street, and the direct connection of North and South 
Maple Avenue, as well as the abandonment of West Fairfax 
Street.  In addition, it the Plan recommended the removal of on-
street parking along Broad Street and an immediate increase in 
off-street parking south of Broad Street and west of South 
Washington Street. These recommended changes were meant 
to provide a more direct thoroughfare through the area along  
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Broad Street as well as provide more convenient local access to 
and around the Central Business District. 
 
Accessibility is listed as the second most important objective for 
the Plan in order to provide for, ñan efficient, economic, and 
convenient system of access for both people and goods to the 
business district.ò  The accessibility plan reflects the planning 
conventions of the time, including plentiful surface parking lots in 
front of structures and the separation of modes of transportation.  
The current parking requirements at the time were deemed to be 
adequate, ñexcept in the case of banks and business and 
professional offices,ò which were recommended to be changed 
to ñ1 parking space for each 400 gross square feet of building 
area.ò  Additionally, the Plan sought to improve accessibility 
through coordination of parking lot entrances and exits, as well 
as the planning of parking lots to allow efficient usage in order to 
provide for maximum accessibility to businesses. 
 
Economic utilization is the third priority of the Plan.  The term 
ñeconomic utilizationò according to the Plan means, ñthat the 
area should be developed in a manner encouraging a maximum 
return to the owner consistent with the general publicôs 
objectives as expressed in the Master Plan and the (Zoning) 
Ordinance.ò  It entails compatibility with adjacent uses and 
aesthetically pleasing development that fosters an ideal business 
environment and maximizes tax return in relation to public 
investment.  The Plan proposed an increase in commercial land-
use classifications from 19% of the total area to 46% of the total 
area within the study area.  If fully developed to the 
recommended Floor Area Ration 0.8 in the Plan, the Central 
Business District would contain 1.3 million square feet of 
commercial building space, of which 1 million was recommended 
to be designated for office use and 300,000 square feet for retail 
uses.  It was estimated that this land use change would increase 
tax revenue by 604% within the Central Business District based 
on the 1963 tax rate and property values. 
 
Improved appearance is the fourth priority listed in the Plan.  
According to the Plan, urban design improvements such as the 
creative use of, ñlight, spatial difference, textured surfaces, and 

activity,ò can help, ñto create a clear, meaningful, and 
distinguishable center, characterized both by distinctive buildings 
and by important vistas related to the historical structure and 
grounds of The Falls Church.ò  The Plan recommended Zoning 
Ordinance amendments that included 15 foot minimum front yard 
and sidewalk setbacks, and 50% maximum building coverage in 
order to provide for green space while still allowing maximum 
land utilization.  In addition, the Plan recommends that surface 
parking areas have a ñpark-like appearance,ò and include, ñsmall 
gardens, benches, and barriers to screen large expanses of 
automobiles,ò as well as the use of ñlighting to achieve visual 
effects, attractive entrances, and (attractive) signs.ò  Additionally, 
the Plan recommends the creation of an ñOfficial Design ï 
Historic Area District,ò that would be applied to the area around 
The Falls Church and serve to restrict building design, height, lot 
coverage, and land use to that which would be compatible with 
The Falls Church.  A landscaped park was also proposed for part 
of the right-of-way surrounding the Gundry Drive extension, and 
consideration of ñspecial treatment for public facilities, such as 
tree lines, flagstone walks, (and) special textured streets,ò was 
recommended along South Washington Street. 
 
Compactness is stated as the fifth, and final, priority of the Plan.  
According to the Plan, compactness could serve to define the 
boundaries and emphasize the purpose of the area through an 
increased intensity and concentration of activities within the 
scope of the Central Business District.  The Plan points out that 
at the time 21% of the study area and 40% of the existing 
Central Business District was vacant.  It proposed an increase in 
commercial land-use zoning classifications within the study area 
and designated a well-defined central core bounded by the 
proposed Circulation System changes. 
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1968 : A Statistical Report and 

Analysis of the Central Business 

District  

 
ñA Statistical Report and Analysis of the Central Business 
Districtò is a 45-page document prepared by the Department of 
Planning and Zoning in February 1968 as part of a feasibility 
study regarding zoning changes in the Central Business District.  
It provides a statistical overview of parcels and lots, a retail 
potential analysis, and a discussion of the height limit within the 
designated Central Business District as well as a proposed 
addition to the Central Business District.  The Report also 
provides an analysis of the trends in office building construction 
and use at the time. 
 
The Report was an internal analysis prepared for review by the 
Planning Commission and City Council in regard to the ongoing 
effort to establish a defined Central Business District in Falls 
Church.  The analysis also provides analysis of a proposed 
addition to the Central Business District that stretches 
southwesterly from Fairfax Street to Tinner Hill Street and 
included the properties between South Washington Street and 
South Maple Avenue.  It was meant to provide an in-depth, 
quantitative review of the area in support of property 
consolidation and development. 
 
Regional developments and public projects of the time were a 
major influencing factor in creating a Central Business District for 
the City.  The Report ominously predicts that, ñthe once strategic 
intersection of Broad and Washington Streets if left undeveloped 
will fade as Route 66 by-passses the City.ò  The Central 
Business District had declined in favor of more viable business 
centers at the far eastern and western ends of the City.  This 
was seen as directly related to the decline of Lee Highway in 
favor of Arlington Boulevard as a regional route, fragmented 
parcel ownership, and traffic congestion.  The extension of Route 
66 was thought to foretell the same decline of Broad Street, and 

reduce Falls Church to, ñonly a name on a large green exit sign.ò  
The Report, therefore, sought to provide an analysis that could 
become a framework for capturing the remaining subregional 
traffic to the City. 
 
In the five years prior to the creation of the Report there had 
been only twelve site plan applications for properties in the 
Central Business District, only six of which were constructed.  
This represented less than fifteen percent of all commercial 
development proposals in the City.  In addition, of the six 
projects that were constructed only one, the Robertson Building, 
was characteristic of a Central Business District. 
 
The Report provides an analysis of properties located within the 
original 28 buildable acre Central Business District as set forth in 
the 1955 Master Plan as well as the proposed six buildable acre 
addition, representing approximately 2 percent of the City.  The 
Report leads with and dedicates nearly two-thirds of its volume 
to a complete assessment and analysis of properties within the 
Central Business District and the proposed addition.  At the time 
of the Report, many of the lots within the Central Business 
District area were undeveloped, small, and individually owned.  
The Report heavily promotes and the combination of smaller lots 
into larger parcels, noting that ñcombined common ownership of 
two or more contiguous lots, known as plottage values,ò can 
provide, ñgreater land utility; larger building and rental 
opportunity; and economy in building operation.ò  The median 
parcel size within the Central Business District and proposed 
addition at the time was between one quarter and one half an 
acre, with ten parcels being over one acre.  The largest parcels 
were owned by Falls Church Bowl along South Maple Avenue 
and the Falls Church Bank at the western corner of the 
intersection of Washington Street and Broad Street.   
 
A statistical analysis of assessed values of properties was 
examined, which included total assessed value per parcel, land 
as a percentage of total assessed value, total assessed value 
per square foot per parcel, assessed value of land per square 
foot per parcel, and total assessed value per foot of frontage per 
parcel.  A general overview of property values at the time within 
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the Central Business District can be gathered from the data 
without providing a full summary of each portion of the analysis.  
According to 1967 Assessment records, the median assessed 
value per parcel in the Central Business District and the 
proposed addition was just under $40,000, and the average was 
$68,739.  The Report determines that on average land within the 
Central Business District was more valuable than the 
improvements.  The most valuable properties at the time per 
square foot were the recently built Sun Life Building and 
Robertson Building, both north of Broad Street.  Potential for 
redevelopment throughout the Central Business District is 
expressed as high based on property value alone, and notes the 
two previously mentioned examples of recent dense 
development that were producing high returns for property 
owners as well as the City.  Properties south of Broad Street 
were seen as especially ripe for redevelopment because they 
were less intensely developed and generally had lower assessed 
values.  However, even though the Report notes the potential 
and favorable property values for redevelopment it cites reasons 
for lack of development as laid out in the 1962 ñHammer Reportò 
which included poor traffic circulation, fractional ownership, 
geological and hydrological problems, as well as the current 
zoning restrictions. 
 
The Report states that upon the establishment of large shopping 
centers on the periphery of the City and the completion of 
Interstate 66, ñpeople will no longer have to come to Falls 
Church.  Falls Church will then have to provide reasons so that 
people will want to come to the City.ò  In this regard, the Report 
recommends providing a market of specialty goods, and uses 
Connecticut Avenue in Washington, D.C. as an example.  It 
notes that according to a regional retail analysis and positioning 
of existing regional retail centers, the City would be at a 
disadvantage when competing for retail establishments.  
Attracting employers was seen as a way to bring more people to 
the area and increase retail potential. 
 
In regard to variables affecting land value within the Central 
Business District, the Report supported the execution of the 
proposed Traffic Circulation Plan.  The positive effects of 

extending Annandale Road on lot frontage and land value were 
seen as outweighing the proposed closure of West Fairfax 
Street.  Zoning ordinance changes allowing more intensive uses 
within the Central Business District are also recommended in the 
Report.  The Report supported the recommendation of the 
Hammer Report to increase maximum building height to 100 feet 
in the Central Business District and to create a high-rise 
apartment district and a town house district in order to effectively 
compete with other regional commercial areas. 
 
More intense development of land was regarded as necessary in 
regard to both City tax revenue and private economic return.  
The Report notes that increasing property values due to the 
recommended circulation and zoning changes as well as the 
expansion of the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area may 
displace ñmarginalò business establishments.  This displacement 
of less intensive business usage is seen as beneficial and 
necessary due to their ñgreater proportional demands upon City 
serviceséwhile shouldering a disproportionately small portion of 
the overall tax burden.ò  Intense office development within the 
Central Business District was suggested as a way to bring 
people into the City and to provide a daytime consumer base for 
the expansion and sustainability of retail establishments. 
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1970: A Study of Various 

Develop ment Possibilities for 

the Falls Church Central 

Business District  

 
In 1970, The Falls Church Village Preservation and Improvement 
Society established the Community Development Committee, 
which authored ñA Study of Various Development Possibilities for 
the Falls Church Central Business District.ò  The Community 
Development Committee was created in reaction to concepts 
proposed in ñA Plan for the Central Business Districtò that were 
never realized, the general inability for various parties to agree 
on a coherent development plan for the Central Business 
District, and specifically the failure of a 1967 proposal by the 
First Virginia Bankshares Corporation for a 12-story building at 
the corner of Rt. 7 and Rt. 29 due to disagreements over the 
height of the building.  The study consists of a summary and five 
chapters which state the current conditions of the area, the 
attitudes of special interest groups within the City, problems that 
could stifle development, a review of development possibilities, 
and proposed solutions for the conflicts of interest in regard to 
redevelopment. 
 
The Study concludes that at the time of publication that it was 
desirable, but not mandatory, for development to occur in the 
central business district, and that landowners, businessmen, and 
citizens needed to be encouraged to take a more active role in 
planning the area.  Through consensus in planning it was 
determined that all interested parties and future generations 
would benefit from development, that many potential problems 
could be proactively abated, and that any increase in municipal 
services could be minimized to reduce the burden on City 
coffers.  A retail district was determined to be unviable in the 
long-term, though the Study recommendation of an Industrial 
Park as the most viable option for development was simply a 
starting point for discussion. Ultimately, creativity, imagination, 

and aesthetic compatibility with the traditional residential 
character of the City would be the main deciding factors in the 
viability of any development.  The proposed Central Business 
District Authority would be responsible for direction, 
implementation, and enforcement of rules, regulations, and 
specifications in regard to development of the central business 
district as set forth by the City Council. 
 
The Study recommended the involvement of citizens, 
businessmen, and other stakeholders in an immediate public 
forum for discussion of the central business district, and that all 
development possibilities be given serious consideration.  It 
recommended the formulation of a comprehensive plan for the 
central business district based on consensus opinion of the 
public forums that would strictly regulate quality construction 
standards and aesthetics.  And that a Central Business District 
Authority be appointed to oversee and enforce the consensus for 
development. 
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1971: Crossroads of Change  

 
The ñCrossroads of Changeò plan for the City of Falls Church 
was created by the Urban Design Assistance Team from the 
American Institute of Architects in 1971.  The plan created a 
design for a master planned and developed ñCity Centerò at the 
crossroads of Broad Street and Washington Street.  The concept 
was for the collection and assemblage of land that was vacant 
into development size parcels, to provide adequate off-street 
parking, to provide a setting for historic Falls Church, to create 
pedestrian scale malls and plazas, and to provide a mixture of 
uses.  In order to implement the project the Plan recommended 
that the City strategically acquire property, commit to the 
construction of a municipal parking structure, and share the plan 
with master developers. 
 
The illustrations of the proposed total build-out for the area 
includes a large public plaza area over the Broad Street and 
Washington Street intersection, surrounded by high density 
residential and office uses with ground floor retail. 
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1974: Proposed Development 

Plan �² Crossroads Area  

 
The ñProposed Development Plan ï Crossroads Areaò was 
created in 1974 as part of the continuation of planning efforts to 
create a Town Center during the 1970ôs.  The City worked with 
several consultants and a Policy Guidance Committee of nine 
citizens to create and implement a plan for revitalization of the 
Crossroads Area within a ten year period.  The area covers the 
extent of the current Downtown Falls Church POA boundaries as 
well as the municipal center, the South Washington Street 
Corridor POA, the North Washington Street Corridor POA, and 
some adjacent neighborhoods. 
 
The plan outlines the phased development of an economically 
viable, attractive Town Center that incorporates improved traffic 
circulation, a pedestrian network, and the extensive use of 
underground parking.  The conceptual design of what is referred 
to as the Town Center generally follows the one shown in the 
American Institute of Architectôs 1971 ñCrossroads of Change 
plan.  Though, this Plan recommended that Broad Street be 
replaced by a pedestrian promenade that linked surrounding 
condominium buildings, and traffic be rerouted around the Town 
Center along a circular one-way street.  In order to achieve this, 
the plan recommends public investment into the acquisition of 
street right-of-way.  It also recommended the construction of 
municipal parking structures and a public recreational facility. 
 
A ñSummary of Major Issues and Illustrative Time Schedule for 
Development - Falls Church Town Centerò is a 15 page 
document outlining nearly every aspect of the plan and its 
implementation. 


